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Cultivating Local Farm Economies Webinar Series:
• Session 1: Introduction to Agritourism and Local Planning 

and Zoning – June 7th @ Noon
• Session 2: Understanding Local Zoning, RTF, and Farm Market 

GAAMPS – June 14th @ Noon
• Session 3: Agritourism and Value-Added Processing – June 21st

@ Noon
• Session 4: Emerging Issues in Agritourism with a Focus on Farm 

Stays – June 28th @ Noon



Setting the Table…

Photo credit: Green Wagon Farm



Session 1: Introduction to Agritourism and Planning 
and Zoning – Speakers 
J Robert Sirrine, Ph.D.
• MSU Extension, Leelanau County, Senior Educator, 

Community Food Systems
• sirrine@msu.edu
Harmony Gmazel, AICP
• MSU Extension Educator, Washtenaw County, 

Government & Community Vitality Team
• gmazelh@msu.edu
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National and Local Farm Economy: 
Challenges and Opportunities

Rob Sirrine
Cultivating Local Farm Economies



Outline
I. National Ag Stats

• Increasing debt
• Increasing land costs
• Farmers share of food $ lower
• Increasing labor costs
• Lower ratios
• Off-farm income necessary
• # farms decreasing
• Disappearing middle
• Consolidation and increasing scale
• Get big or get out
• Development

II. Michigan Agriculture
• Economic impact
• Crop Diversity
• Net income low
• Farms with sales less than $10k
• Direct sales increasing
• Avg. Farmer age- decreasing
• Small and midsize commodity producers have found 

it difficult to succeed. 

III. Exogenous challenges/risk
• Climate change
• Sprawl/Conversion of Ag Land
• Global Pandemic- COVID
• Russian Hackers- JBS Hack
• Suez Canal

IV. Opportunities
• Local food systems
• Placemaking
• Add Value
• A shared vision







National Trends
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Increasing Labor Costs



Even mid-size 
farms rely on 
off-farm income

In 2018, farmers 
whose primary 
occupation was 
farming and sales 
<$350,000 had a 
median net 
income of -$1,524.





“In America, the big get bigger 
and the small go out. I don’t 
think in America, we for any 
small business, we have a 
guaranteed income or a 
guaranteed probability of 
survival.” 

Secretary of Agriculture Sonny Perdue, 
World Dairy Expo, Madison, WI. 10/1/2019. 



Consolidation in U.S. Livestock and Crop Sectors, 1987 to 2017

Data: USDA Census of Agriculture and MacDonald (2020). Author based midpoint calculations on confidential farm-level records from the USDA National 
Agricultural Statistics Service, Census of Agriculture Sales midpoint is number of head sold or removed, inventory midpoint is number of head in herd/flock.
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Constance. 2020. The Food System: Concentration and Its Impacts

Consolidation in U.S. Livestock and Crop Sectors, 1987 to 2017

Data: USDA Census of Agriculture and MacDonald (2020). Author based midpoint calculations on confidential farm-level records from the USDA National 
Agricultural Statistics Service, Census of Agriculture Sales midpoint is number of head sold or removed, inventory midpoint is number of head in herd/flock.
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https://thefern.org/ag_insider/on-average-u-s-farmers-are-aging-but-a-quarter-of-them-are-newcomers/

“If we don’t invest in beginning farmers and the 
advancement of our family farms, and if we don’t put checks 
on increasing consolidation in agriculture, we’re going to be 
at risk of losing the ag of the middle entirely,” said Juli Obudzinski, 
NSAC policy director. 

The National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition said the 2017 
census showed that agricultural consolidation is driving 
medium-sized family farms out of business and 
concentrating wealth among large operators.

http://sustainableagriculture.net/blog/2017-ag-census/
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U.S. Dairy Farming

5 
Consolidation in U.S. Dairy Farming, ERR-274

USDA, Economic Research Service

Figure 2  
Milk costs and returns, 1980-2018

Note: cwt = hundredweight.

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service, Milk Costs and Returns Estimates.

During the 1980s, the sector’s net returns were positive, on average, due to a dairy policy aimed at 
supporting milk prices. However, positive returns induced an expansion of herds and production, 
necessitating additional policy steps and public expenditures geared toward controlling production 
(MacDonald, Cessna, and Mosheim, 2016). Figure 2 shows clearly the impact of fluctuating milk 
prices on gross and net returns during the 1990s, and especially after 2000, as policy shifted from 
supporting prices. The impact of the sharp movements in feed prices on total production costs after 
2006 can also be seen clearly in figure 2. Finally, notice the steady average decline in net returns per 
hundredweight over time, with deep troughs reached in 2009 and in 2012.

Despite negative net returns in many years and growing price risks, milk production has continued 
to expand at a steady annual rate: 1.4 percent per year since 1980, with particularly steady growth 
since 2002 (figure 3). Those gains reflect steady improvements in milk yields (production per cow). 
The cow herd, which was 10.8 million cows in 1980, fell to 9.0 million by 2004, before recovering to 
9.4 million cows by 2018. In turn, improvements in milk yields reflect steady improvements in dairy 
cow genetics, feed formulations, and on-farm practices.
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7 
Consolidation in U.S. Dairy Farming, ERR-274

USDA, Economic Research Service

Figure 4  
Net returns by herd size, 2005-2018
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The ERS measure of the cost of milk production aims to include all economic costs. For example, 
the measure accounts for opportunity costs of farm labor and of home-grown feed (that is, what 
the farmer could have earned from working off the farm or from selling the feed). It also accounts 
for the costs of livestock and physical capital to the farm. In the ERS measure, positive net returns 
are equivalent to economic profits—returns on the capital invested in the farm business that exceed 
what investors could make elsewhere, on average, in the economy. Positive net returns should induce 
expanded investment, since they signal relatively high returns to that investment. This is the case, 
too, with the largest class of farms, as new farms enter and smaller farms invest in expansion to 
larger sizes. We should not see expanded investment into classes with persistent negative returns. 
Disinvestment and exit in those classes, however, has been gradual.

The persistent differences in net returns have led to powerful and ongoing structural changes in the 
industry, with shifts of cows and production away from smaller farms and toward larger ones. The 
structural changes also encompass regional shifts in production.

We turn next to a closer examination of the structural changes affecting the industry, and then return 
to a more detailed analysis of the ERS costs and returns estimates for dairy farms.

USDA ERS, Milk Costs and Returns Estimates
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https://farmland.org/project/farms-under-threat/

F A R M S  U N D E R  T H R E A T :  T H E  S T A T E  O F  A M E R I C A ’ S  F A R M L A N D  2 1

F I N D I N G S

The development of agricultural land is shown in relationship to the low-to-high continuum of productive, versatile, and resilient values 

for agricultural land. The conversion of agricultural land to urban and low-density residential uses between 1992 and 2012 is shown as 

high (dark brown-red, > 25% conversion within a 10-kilometer (6.2 miles) radius), moderate (light brown-red, 10–25% conversion) and 

low (tan, 5–10% conversion). Urban areas are shown in gray.

Figure 4: Conversion of agricultural land to urban and low-density  residential development between 1992 and 2012.

! Development converted almost 31 million acres of agricultural 
land in the United States between 1992 and 2012, nearly double the 
amount previously documented by national datasets.

Agricultural land use in the United States continually changes—and 
these changes mask the irreversible losses that are taking place. Farms 
Under Threat was able to spatially map the patterns of conversion since 
1992 that the NLCD was unable to distinguish through remote sensing 
(Figure 4). Overall, more than 62 percent of the development that 
occurred was on agricultural land. 

Urban development converted roughly 18 million acres of agricultural 
land (59 percent of conversion), reinforcing the findings by the NRI. 
Farms Under Threat also captures and, for the first time, spatially 
allocates the emerging threat of low-density residential development 
associated with exurban development. Low-density residential 
development converted nearly 13 million acres of additional agricultural 
land (41 percent of conversion). Taken together, the loss of agricultural 
land to development is far more widespread than previously 
documented—nearly double previous estimates. 
Conversion of agricultural land to urban and low-density residential development 1992-2012



II. Michigan Agriculture

22

9.7 million 
acres

> 300 commodities – leads nation in 20 – top 10 in 51

$104.7 billion 
economic 

impact
46,641 
farms

Data Source: Michigan Dep’t of Agriculture & Rural Development



Michigan’s Leading Agricultural Products (Cash 
Receipts)

23

1. Milk $1.96 billion
2. Corn $980 million
3. Soybeans $771 million
4. Cattle $548 million
5. Floriculture $487 million
6. Pork $330 million
7. Apples $259 million
8. Eggs $214 million
9. Potatoes $188 million
10. Wheat $178 million Data Source: Farmflavor.com 2021 (2019 USDA data)



Land Costs

9 
 

Figure 2 displays the average land price and rental rate for tiled field cropland in the 

southern lower peninsula of Michigan from 1991 through 2019. The series move together over 

that time period with a correlation between the two series is 97 percent. 

 

 

Figure 2. Michigan Average Farmland Prices and Rental Rates, 1991-2019 

 

To further examine Michigan land prices, consider a simple model of capitalized 

farmland values where farmland value is expressed as a function of returns in perpetuity. In this 

case  

 Value of farmland (V) ($/acre) = (return per acre)/(discount rate), 

where return per acre is equal to cash rent and the discount rate is set equal to the 10 year 

constant maturity treasury (CMT) rate. If price is greater than capitalized value (V), then land 

price is too high or there is an expectation of either increased returns (land rents) or lower 
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https://www.canr.msu.edu/telfarm/land-value-reports/

• Bearing fruit trees/acre $9571
• Suitable for fruit/acre $7008



USDA/NASS, 2017 Census of Agriculture



USDA/NASS, 2017 Census of Agriculture



Cherry harvest: Ready to close the books 
By Mark Urban. Traverse City Record Eagle, August 14, 2019

“It takes 25 cents a pound to raise cherries,” Fouch said. “The last three 
years (the market price) has been under 20 cents with no hope for the future 
to recover.” “…the price of processed cherries is 60-65% less than it was 5 
years ago.”

“Fouch has a purchase agreement on his 20-acre North Farm and plans to 
put up his 35-acre orchard on the market this week.”

“Fouch is a fourth-generation farmer on Old Mission Peninsula. He said it’s a 
great lifestyle for families and instills a great work ethic. He works with his 
son, Nick, but isn’t sure it makes financial sense to pass it on.”
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III. Exogenous Challenges: Climate 
Change

Tractor pic: 
https://www.vox.com/2019/12/27/21038054/american-farmer-
2019-climate-change-agriculture-flood-trade-war-corn-soy



• JBS - world's largest meat supplier with >150 plants in 15 countries
• In the US, JBS processes ~ 25% of the country's beef and 20% of its 

pork
• JBS's five biggest beef plants are in the US, and the shutdowns have 

halted a fifth of meat production there
• "supermarkets and other large end-users like the McDonald's burger 

patty supply network will be some of the most immediately impacted 
customers, due to their need for consistent supply".

• The attack could lead to shortages of meat or raise prices for consumers

JBS: Cyber-attack hits world's largest meat supplier
BBC News June 2, 2021

Exogenous Challenges: Russian Hackers



Exogenous Challenges: Global Supply Chain

• The congestion of the Suez Canal may delay nearly 7% of seaborne U.S. major 
grain shipments

• “More than 80% of the impacted grain shipments are corn, with close to 60% of it on 
six vessels headed to China.” 

bloomberg



https://investigatemidwest.org/2020/04/16/tracking-covid-19s-impact-on-meatpacking-workers-and-industry/

Since April 2020, we have tracked at least 50,000 reported 
positive cases tied to meat and poultry processing facilities 
from at least 498 outbreaks in 38 states, and at 
least 259 reported worker deaths in at least 67 plants in 29 
states. These numbers were updated on June 4, 2021.



Michael E. Porter, 1990. The Competitive Advantage of Nations. 
New York: The Free Press. 

There are two ways to be competitive in a global 
economy; by being the lowest cost supplier of an 
undifferentiated commodity or by providing the market with 
a unique and superior value in terms of product quality, 
special features or after sales service.

IV. Opportunities



https://michaelpollan.com/articles-archive/the-sickness-in-our-food-supply/

“Local food systems have proved surprisingly resilient. Small, diversified 
farmers who supply restaurants have had an easier time finding new 
markets; the popularity of community-supported agriculture (CSA) is taking 
off, as people who are cooking at home sign up for weekly boxes of produce 
from regional growers.” 

“The advantages of local food systems have never been more obvious, and 
their rapid growth during the past two decades has at least partly insulated 
many communities from the shocks to the broader food economy.”

“The pandemic is, willy-nilly, making the case for deindustrializing and 
decentralizing the American food system, breaking up the meat oligopoly, 
ensuring that food workers have sick pay and access to health care, and 
pursuing policies that would sacrifice some degree of efficiency in favor of 
much greater resilience.”



Opportunities- Regional Placemaking

People want Quality of Life 
amenities throughout the 
region from urban to rural!
• Housing/lodging and transportation 

choices;
• Variety in entertainment, cultural 

offerings, green space, local foods, 
and recreation;

• More quality places with allure, 
authenticity, and interest.

• COVID-increased desire for 
outdoor activities

36

Placemaking is the process of creating quality places 
where people want to live, work, play, shop, learn or visit.

Shinya Suzuki

MML

Sc
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What is Agriculture?

Effinghamdailynews.com, 2015

Appharvest.com



What is Agriculture?
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The Blue Dress Barn
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Agri-tourism
Lewis Farms, New Era MI
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Farm Innovation
• Retailing products

• Farm market
• Farm store
• CSA
• U-pick
• Internet
• Wholesale 

distribution

41



Farm Innovation

• Marketing the experience
• Agritourism
• Destination business
• Events, activities
• Internet & Social Media
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“If we are only asking our farmers to produce bulk commodities to be manufactured into 
food, fiber, energy and other products as cheaply as possible, without regard for the social 
and ecological costs associated with such production, then we might indeed want to stay the 
present course and reduce farm populations to the lowest possible number. But we have 
traditionally expected more from our farmers. We expect them to take care of the land for 
future generations. We expect them to care for their animals properly. We expect them to 
protect the environment. We expect them to be good citizens of their communities. We want 
them to provide us with food products that have unique attributes. We rely on them to 
provide us with food security. All of these public aspects contribute to a healthy landscape, 
healthy communities, pleasurable eating---and to a sustainable future.”

Kirschenmann, Frederick L.; Stevenson, Steve; Buttel, Fred; Lyson, Tom; and Duffy, 
Michael, "Why Worry about the Agriculture of the Middle?" (2004). Leopold Center Pubs and 
Papers. 143. http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/leopold_pubspapers/143

What should our agri-food system look like 10, 20, 50 years from now?



What should our agri-food system look like 10, 20, 50 years from now?

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/14/i-cant-get-above-water-how-americas-chicken-giant-perdue-controls-farmers



Thanks!

Rob Sirrine
Community Food Systems Workteam
sirrine@msu.edu



Planning and Zoning 
for Agritourism



Resiliency and Sustainability



What is Planning?

• A vision for future land uses
• Described in the "master plan," shown on 

a Future Land Use Map
• Implemented through zoning
• NOT a regulation or law. It is a guide for 

the community



Michigan Planning Enabling Act 
(MPEA)
• Michigan grants all local 

general purpose governments 
the ability to independently 
develop and adopt master 
plans.

• Cities, villages, townships and 
counties: Michigan Planning 
Enabling Act, PA 33 of 2008, 
as amended, MCL 125.3801 
et seq.
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Zoning is the regulation of land use
Zoning Map
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Regulations in zoning 
ordinance text:
• Uses 
• Parcel size 
• Building location and spacing
• Building size and form
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Michigan Zoning Enabling Act
• Zoning is not required.
• Townships are subject to 

county zoning, if county 
zoning exists.
• Cities/villages are not 

subject to county zoning.
• Township zoning supersedes 

county zoning, if both exist.
• County planning 

commissions provide 
advisory reviews of township 
zoning ordinances and 
municipal plans.
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The Michigan Zoning Enabling Act requires 
that “a zoning ordinance shall be based 
upon a plan designed to promote the 
public health, safety, and general 
welfare…” (Sec. 203).

Intersection of Planning 
and Zoning
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Local Zoning Authority 
Remember: Municipalities have no inherent 
power to regulate land use through zoning.

The state legislature grants 
municipalities the power to 
zone via the Michigan Zoning 
Enabling Act (MZEA), MCL 
125.3101 et seq.

David 
Marvin
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Federal and State Laws

54

Planning and 
zoning 

authority
granted through 

state Enabling 
Acts

Authority is 
preempted

(taken away) by 
other state and 

federal acts

The conduct of 
government 
business is 

limited by state 
and federal acts

-Michigan Zoning 
Enabling Act 
(MZEA)
-Michigan Planning 
Enabling Act 
(MPEA)

-Right to Farm 
Act
-Wetlands
-Oil and Gas
-Religious Land 
Use (RLUIPA)
-FAA, FCC. 

- Due Process
- Open Meetings 

Act
- Freedom of 

Information Act



Local 
Zoning

Preemption 

Right to 
Farm Act 

(Law)

GAAMPS
(Farm 

Practice)

Some
Local 

Zoning

• Site 
Selection 

• Farm 
Market

Local 
Zoning



Typical Zoning for Agricultural Uses
• Very limited- commercial 

uses other than traditional 
farms

• Low population density 
• Large minimum lot sizes 

(sometimes) 
• Zoning may be slower to 

adapt than the speed of 
innovation or market changes 

• Planning takes time 

Mary Reilly



Thinking about regulating these uses? 
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Snappygoat.co
m

I wonder 
where the 

Master 
Plan is?

What the 
heck is a 
Master 
Plan? 



Elements of the Zoning Ordinance

Typical districts: 
• Natural, special, or unique areas
• Agricultural, forest, or mining
• Rural residential
• Residential 
• Commercial (retail and service)
• Office
• Mixed use
• Industrial 
• Public
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Elements of the Zoning Ordinance

q Title & purpose
q Definitions
q General provisions
q Specific use standards
q Zoning map 

establishment
q Zoning districts 

(several articles) 
q Nonconformities

q Permits
q Special uses
q Planned unit 

developments
q Site plans
q Zoning administrator
q Appeals board
q Penalties
q Amendment

Typical zoning table of contents:
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ZONING OPTIONS

• Permitted use  
• Special land use (specific restrictions)
• Select some/not others- hybrid approach
• Allow only those uses listed in GAAMPs 

(Farm Markets, CSA, U-picks) but none 
of the marketing options “beyond the 
scope”.  

60



61GreenbushTownship Zoning Ordinance



Event Centers/ Wedding Barns/Wineries

• These are unique uses different from a pumpkin 
patch or hay ride!  

62

Wikimedia Commons



63

Tasting Room: 
St. Ambrose Cellars, 
Beulah, MI

Credit: M. Reilly



Sample Agritourism Regulations

• Setbacks 
• Signs 
• Lighting 
• Parking surfacing
• Dust control
• Access from paved road
• Temporary structures: dumpsters, porta 

john, tents, bonfire area
64



Sample Agritourism Regulations

• Minimum acreage lot: a local decision
• Minimum acreage in active production 

(fruit, grain, vegetable or ‘principal 
ingredient’)
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Sample Regulations for Special Events 
• Number of patrons (over 50 

requires temporary permit)
• Hours (closed by 9-11 pm)

• Parking (limiting factor?)
• Trespassing: attractive 

nuisance – creek, pond, 
neighboring animals?

• Outdoor vs. indoor venue
• Screening

66
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Sound Amplified Events 
Sound may be the most likely 
source of conflict

Sound can travel for miles
• Limit # of evening events
• Require music off at 9-10 PM
• Outdoors = more restrictive 

hours/number of events
• Topography: Valleys and lakes 

carry sound
• Site plan required to include 

speaker location and direction

67 Resource:  Suttons Bay Township Ordinance



Remember Non-Agricultural Districts

68

Might include manufacturing/processing of food 
products, commercial/catering kitchens, or 
wineries/brewers/distilleries
• Permitted use in industrial 

district 
• Permitted or special land use in 

a commercial district
• Scale of the operation and 

available infrastructure may 
determine zoning district.



Key Points
• Ordinance regulations should be 

connected to impacts on public health, 
safety, and welfare

• Review permitting and approval processes
• Be careful not to make the venture cost 

prohibitive, especially seasonal activities
• Scale of the proposed land use
• Ensure the feasibility of enforcement 
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Engaging with Local Government



Your community’s vision for agriculture

• Public engagement is key to shaping your 
community’s vision for agriculture!

• Communities set the direction for the agricultural 
economy in their master plans

• The vision for thriving agriculture must include a 
diverse notion of what agriculture is presently

• The master plan must support the local 
regulatory approach

71



Step One: Working thru the System
• First, read all zoning 

ordinance sections that 
pertain to your property/ 
land use.

• Second, read the 
Master Plan

• Third, understand what 
is required of you

• Do you need to apply for a 
site plan review? Permits?

Consult with Staff Planner or Zoning Administrator
CheckB
ox1



What is Required of the 
Applicant

• Be forthcoming with the staff planner– avoid last 
minute surprises.

• Permits and site plans cost money, budget for fees
• Can you verify you own the property?
• Be prepared with details to fill out forms 
• Ready to draw a site plan? Have a survey?
• Plan 3-12 months ahead, this takes time



What is Required of Staff

• Listen and be open to new ideas
• You get one chance to make a good impression
• Think about the process; then be consistent
• Provide ordinance language, steps, handouts, 

requirements in writing
• You may be a dream killer (don’t take it personally) 
• Be kind and explain the “why”

Information

Site 
Plan

Public Hearing



Don’t forget about site plan review

Zoning ordinance 
needs to be specific: 

• What uses/activities 
require a site/plot 
plan?

• What needs to be 
shown on the site/plot 
plan?
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Thank you!


